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Abstract 
 
This paper explores environmental impacts of globalisation and an ethical 
response to such impacts.  Although globalisation has had positive impacts on some 
societies, it has accelerated consumerism, poverty, disparities, exclusion, unemployment, 
alienation, environmental degradation, exploitation, corruption, violence and conflict in 
many developing societies.  The impacts of globalisation on both ‘developing’ and 
‘developed’ nations and the escalation of environmental, social, spiritual and other 
related global problems attendant to it shows the need for an ethical response.  An ethical 
approach to global problems will clarify the responsibilities of the concerned parties and 
help them to be accountable for their decisions and actions.  The paper argues that ethics 
is essential in tackling global problems and in making wise choices.  Human action, by its 
very nature, is based on self-conscious decisions as to both the goals or ultimate values 
we are seeking and the means through which we struggle to realize our chosen ends.  
Such self-conscious reflection is the essence of ethics.  Therefore, ethical response is 
absolutely necessary if we are to transform the nature of globalisation and the current 
direction of human development.  It is thus imperative to increase public awareness and 
sensitivity about global interdependence, the enormous challenges facing the world 
community and the establishment of a just, sustainable, and peaceful global society. This 
paper suggests that the call of some countries for the reform of the United Nations 
Security Council and other global organisations should be taken up seriously. There is a 
need to understand that laws, prescriptions and conventions alone cannot create a better 
global order. All countries should participate to make them effective, and to contribute 
towards building a fairer world by very practical means.  
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Introduction 
 
The purpose of this paper is to explore the basic features of globalisation and the 
search for an ethical response to the environmental impacts of globalization.  I will 
discuss how ethics can be used to address the environmental impacts of globalisation.  I 
argue for a global ethics that will help solve the current crisis that transcends simple 
economics.  My aim, then, is not to offer an examination of global ethics in its entirety; 
rather, I offer a series of critical reflections on some of its most significant aspects.  In 
doing so, I highlight the problems of the way in which global governance is currently 
articulated and identify areas wherein fundamental changes are required. I would defend 
the position that the current situation demands that different cultures need to come 
together and address global problems. 
 
Very little has been attempted to deal with the ethics of globalisation.  Among 
others, the works of Nigel Dower, 1998; Robin Attfield, 1999, 2006; Peter Singer, 2002, 
various articles in the Book, Global Ethics and Environment, edited by Nicholas Low 
(1999), remain some of the exceptions to this paucity.  Also, there are some articles that, 
in one way or another, discuss this issue (see Stuart Hampshire, 1995; Randall S Schuler 
and Dennis R Briscoe, 2004). This paper is a modest contribution to the efforts of these 
and other writers. 
 
The paper is divided into three main sections.  The first section will briefly 
examine the meanings and usages of the concept of globalisation. The second section will 
focus on environmental impacts of globalisation, specifically in Africa. The third section  
considers ethical response(s) to environmental impacts of globalisation.  The conclusion 
briefly summarises some key points. 
 
What is Globalisation? 
 
The concept “globalisation” is one of the most highly contested concepts in 
contemporary scholarship.   It means different things for different people.  In this section, 
I will treat the nature of globalisation briefly, because much has been written on the 
subject of globalisation, and I do not wish to get into the details of that debate here.  I 
dealt with this subject in detail elsewhere (see Workineh Kelbessa, 2001a, 2001b, 2002, 
2004). Globalisation has often been referred to as a process that involves the spatial 
reorganisation of production, the interpenetration of industries across borders, the spread 
of financial markets, the enlargement of foreign direct investment in developing 
economies, the extension of manufacturing into global labour markets, the diffusion of 
technology, international communications and world-wide cultural integration.  It further 
incorporates the diffusion of identical consumer goods to distant countries, massive 
transfers of population within the South as well as from the South and the East to the 
West, with resultant conflicts between immigrant and established communities in 
formerly tight-knit neighbourhoods, the expansion of activities that affect environmental 
quality in the ‘developing’ world, and an emerging world-wide preference for democracy 
(see James H. Mittelman, 1996a:2; Daniel Little, 2003:155).  Increasing world-wide 
standardisations of places like hotels and airports, increasing international 
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communications through technological innovations such as the Internet, and the 
increasing use of English as an international language, are also regarded as some of the 
features of globalisation.  Modern telecommunications based on satellite TV and the 
linking of computers through cyberspace, enable human beings to instantly understand 
what is going on in the world.  This shows a virtual annihilation of space through time 
(Ankie Hoogvelt, 2001).  Accordingly, as many writers note, globalisation is not a single 
unified phenomenon but a syndrome of processes and activities, which embody a set of 
ideas and a policy framework organised around the global division of labour and power.  
As R Alan Hedley defines,   
 
[g]lobalization is a complex set of human forces involving the production, 
distribution/transmission, and consumption of technical, economic, political, and 
sociocultural goods and services which are administratively and technologically 
integrated on a worldwide basis (2002: 5). 
 
The origins of globalisation are just as contested as its various meanings.  
According to some scholars, globalisation began four centuries ago.  They extend the 
time frame of globalisation to the 16th century that marks the emergence of modernity 
and the capitalist world system.  For instance, Geoffrey E Schneider (2003) states that the 
integration of Africa into the global economic system began in the sixteenth century, with 
the Dutch East Indies Company and other European mercantilist endeavours.  Schneider 
further notes, “the colonial era, from approximately 1880 to 1960, marked a new form of 
globalization in Africa” (2003:390).  However, other scholars indicate that globalisation 
began in the 19th century.  They argue that increasing significance of foreign trade and 
considerable and growing international flows of capital were features of the international 
economy before 1914, and cannot be taken as new features of globalisation (Paul Hirst 
and Grahame Thompson, 1996:7; see also Dani Rodrik, 2000:302). 
 
Still other researchers claim that globalisation has been unfolding for millennia; it 
incorporates ancient developments and enduring dynamics (Manfred B Steger, 2003:18-
19).  Emmanuel Nnadozie also remarked that globalization began in Africa long before 
the rise of the European empires: 
 
Long before the rise of the European empires, African Sudanese empires 
were expansionist states that cooperated with or integrated neighboring 
economies and the rest of the world.  For instance, long before the eighth 
century the Ghana Empire expanded to integrate much of Western Sudan. 
About 300 B.C., as the Ghana Empire flourished during its Iron Age, there 
was an influx of traders from the North and from the Nile region, thus 
marking the exposure of the Ghana Empire to global forces through trade. 
By exporting gold, salt, and other products, Ghana flourished through this 
newly found globalism (Nnadozie, 2004:28).  
 
Nnadozie has further stressed the expansionist and globalist nature of all the 
Western Saharan empires.  International trade, territorial expansion, international 
relations, Islamic expansion and pilgrimages, foreign invasion, slave trade, and European 
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colonization made Africa’s encounter with globalisation possible.  Africa’s encounter 
with capitalism, communism, and European/Christian expansionism also played similar 
role.  The formation of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) and the 
European Economic Community (EEC) in the 1950s led to global integration, especially 
in postcolonial Africa.  Thus, the propensity for regionalism and global integration has 
dramatically increased. 
 
Steger (2003) indicates that globalisation is as old as humanity itself.  He 
identifies five distinct historical periods: the prehistoric period (10,000 BCE-3,500 BCE), 
the pre-modern period (3,500 BCE-1,500 CE), the early modern period (1500-1750), the 
modern period (1750-1970), and the contemporary period from 1970. 
 
Given the perpetuation and even exacerbation of historically established 
inequitable trend of development that seems to characterize globalisation in its current 
form under a wide-ranging diversity of local conditions throughout the global 'South', 
some scholars say that globalisation is not a natural, evolutionary or inevitable 
phenomenon.  It is the imposition of Western culture on all others (Vandana Shiva, 
1999:47). 
 
To date, globalization is an exclusionary force, denying active participation to 
particular regions, cultures, and classes. In turn, this is causing backlash. For 
many nations, cultures, institutions, organizations, and individuals in the world, 
modern globalism constitutes an elitist, Northern-based, Western-focused, 
technologically supported form of economic and cultural imperialism” (Hedley, 
2002:37).  
 
Similarly, some writers characterise globalisation as the third phase of 
colonization, the second phase being neo-colonialism (Munyae M Mulinge and Margaret 
M Munyae, 2001:101-102). On this view, Western countries are employing globalisation 
to extend and strengthen the fundamentally exploitative relations established between 
colonial powers and the colonized over the past 400 years (Mulinge and Munyae, 
2001:113). Industrialised countries are essentially entrenching a global capitalist system 
and consumer culture by establishing a global market controlled by the most dominant 
interests within the ruling elites of these 'developed' nations, especially the interests of the 
largest Trans-national Corporations (TNCs).  
  
Globalisation has been undermining nation states in the world.  Nation states are 
deprived of their cultural and often political sovereignty.  Power and capital are 
concentrated in corporate hands, and the security of investors takes precedence over the 
livelihood of citizens.  The creation of global-regional economic blocs and the 
globalisation of relations of production and exchange have led to the erosion of the 
nation-state and the shrinking of state power.  It has created new preconditions for 
domestic policy choice, which the state can no longer make without due considerations to 
global economic and environmental governance.  The state cannot escape from global 
institutions promoted by globalisation or else risk isolation in an increasingly 
interdependent world.  Regional blocs dominated by the interests of the United States, the 
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European Union and Japan, through agencies such as the World Bank, the IMF and the 
World Trade Organisation, are collectively exploiting the world.  
 
However, it should be noted that the state is not dead.  Global changes have been 
partly influenced by state preferences in many ways (Francis McGowan, 1999:55).  The 
deregulation of capital in the 1980s, and 1990s was initiated by the states.  The states 
contributed to the initiation of new kinds of trans-national collaboration, including 
different forms of military alliances and the advancement of human rights regimes (David 
Held, 2001:395).  In fact, the actual capacity of states to rule is being changed in the 
direction of the emergence of a new regime of government and governance that in turn 
displaces traditional conceptions of state power as an indivisible, territorially exclusive 
form of public power.  Nation-state government remains the legitimated form of political 
organisation.  Thus, the state can play important role in the economies of ‘developing’ 
countries.  As Jay R Mandle has persuasively argued, an enhanced rather than a reduced 
role for government is required to make globalisation fair.  Supportive public sector 
policies should be in place to handle the cases of displaced workers because of structural 
changes (2003:27).  To have a strategy of expanding trade, one has to have a 
complementary strategy at home that involves strengthening institutions of social 
insurance, education and training, and compensation (Rodrik, 1998:89 and 91).  Workers 
dislocated by the process of globalisation need both domestic and international support 
that in turn can make globalisation just (Mandle, 2003:127-8). 
 
The proponents of globalisation argue that globalisation is an engine of 
development.  They stress that market institutions, if only they are left alone, will 
promote economic growth, improve the quantity and quality of goods and services 
produced, and will be environmentally friendly. They stress that markets can allocate 
resources in a more efficient way than can centralized scientific management (see Terry 
L Anderson and Donald R Leal, 1991).  Thus, free market environmentalists posit that 
private property rights, competitive markets, and common law liability rules can solve 
most environmental problems. They believe that wherever we have exclusive private 
ownership there are incentives for the private owners for preserving the resource. 
Resources that are privately owned or managed and, therefore, are in the market place are 
typically well maintained. The proponents of free market further suggest that we have 
only two alternatives: we need to pursue the overall framework of globalisation or our 
future will be very dark (Oscar Ugarteche, 2000). 
 
In the eyes of others, common ground can be found between the trade culture 
which is animated by commercial interests and answers to a mercantilist logic and the 
environment culture which is animated by long-term perspectives that tend to be steeped 
in the notions of public goods and to rely on public sector regulatory frameworks.  What 
is required is for negotiators from both powerful ‘developed’ countries and ‘developing’ 
countries to find the political will to seek such common ground within the framework of 
the WTO (Mark Halle, 2003:25).  The WTO negotiators need to go beyond the narrow 
confines of traditional trade policy. “They need alternatives to their sometimes overly 
conservative approaches, alternatives that will stimulate trade and economic growth, but 
that will also lead to sustainable development over the longer term” (Halle, 2003:26). 
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In spite of these various perspectives and critical attitudes towards globalisation, there 
seems to be a growing consensus that globalisation, in one form or another, is here to 
stay. Paradoxically, it is the inevitable and global reach of ‘globalisation’ that has 
unleashed a new interest in local cultures, economies, environmental standards, and 
unique ways of being that must either effectively manage the forces of globalisation or be 
swept away into the dustbins of history.  Globalisation has cultural, socioeconomic, 
political and environmental impacts over different groups of people.  In what follows, I 
will discuss the environmental impacts of globalisation in Africa. 
 
Environmental Impacts of Globalisation 
 
There are positive and negative impacts of globalisation on the natural 
environment.  In spite of the unintended and unanticipated impacts of the World Wide 
Web, it should not be denied that it promotes quick, easy and cheap access to a huge 
amount of information, global resources of art, literature, science and economies of scale 
that will help the people fight poverty and corruption.  It serves as an instrument of 
research, communication, business transactions, and entertainment, especially in the 
‘developed’ world.  It is instrumental in disseminating progressive ideas across the globe 
and learning about human rights violation, political repression, global economy, global 
environment, global poverty, new medicines, new farming methods, and obtaining 
reports on product supply and demand. 
 
It can also help environmental groups and the peoples of ‘developing’ countries to 
exchange ideas and oppose the ruthless exploitation of the natural environment and its 
inhabitants by TNCs.  In other words, it can facilitate global cooperation against common 
enemies.  Recent global social movements in response to the negative aspects of 
globalisation and in opposition to war have been made possible by the Internet.  The 
World Social Forum is evidence of the positively empowering nature of the Internet and 
the potential for an alternative form of globalisation. 
 
However, clearly there are numerous negative impacts on the natural 
environment.  As Tom Athanasiou (1999) has observed, free trade does not lead to the 
integration of environmental protection and development.  Free trade pushes all countries 
toward the lowest common environmental standards.  In particular, because of debt 
burden and other economic problems ‘developing’ countries apply inferior environmental 
standards that do not enable them to internalise environmental costs.  Accordingly, in 
most cases trade liberalisation has led to deterioration of environmental quality and social 
dislocation in poor countries.  As I said elsewhere, free trade can be the cause of 
deforestation through the expansion of new commercial farming and other industrial 
activities.  
 
Under the current international law trans-national corporations are free to promote 
their interests in any part of the world. They have continued to establish industries 
in various countries by destroying the natural forest and dismantling the source of 
the peasant farmers’ survival. Various plant and animal species are doomed to 
extinction owing to the loss of forest (Kelbessa, 2004:103). 
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Furthermore, instead of enhancing biological diversity, free trade has led to 
specialization and the homogenisation of environmental resources.  Consequently, very 
rapid penetration of market systems into local communities with limited pre-existing 
market systems can aggravate severe resource degradation.  
 
It is also worth noting that the rules and experiences of General Agreement on 
Tariff and Trade (GATT) are unfavourable to the genuine interests of the environment.  
Environmental laws and principles are required to be subservient to international trade 
treaties. And GATT has challenged governmental export controls.  “A government trying 
to conserve scarce resources by restricting their export will violate GATT” (P Hawken, 
1993:100).  
 
Moreover, the World Bank, the IMF and individual Western aid donors have 
promoted structural adjustment programmes in the world.  They have imposed structural 
adjustment policies on at least 39 African countries.  Under structural adjustment 
programmes, states are required to pursue credit-worthiness and competitiveness in the 
global economy at the expense of national priorities.  They do not effectively regulate the 
activities of trans-national corporations and guarantee minimum social and environmental 
protection for their citizens.  They are kept away from decision-making mechanisms and 
from policy making for their people.  People’s lives, the function of society, the policies 
of government and the role of the state are subordinated to the operation of the market.  
Many states rely on foreign aid as the means to preserve the domestic power structure 
rather than as a means of welfare and well being for the people.  
 
Moreover, African governments could not manage and conserve water resources 
owing to lack of funds.  Water points and boreholes dried up, because there was nobody 
who could periodically maintain them.  Some of them were privatised, and the collapse of 
food security and famine resulted from this commercialisation of water (World Bank, 
1992, cited in Michel Chossudovsky, 1997:107). 
 
Some studies have also shown that anarchy and civil war have been aggravated by 
the imposition of neo-liberal orthodoxy, including privatisation of the public sector, the 
emasculation of the state apparatus, and the insistence on electoral reform, on many 
African countries (Hoogvelt, 2000).  The policies of the IMF and the World Bank have 
had a fractious impact on the social order and have hastened the descent into tribalism 
and civil strife (Hoogvelt, 2001:176).  The arms trade which has been motivated by profit 
aggravated civil wars in different parts of Africa.  These wars have led to flights of 
refugees throughout Africa.  In particular, what should not be denied is that civil wars 
have negatively affected many young people in Africa.  Too many African youth have 
participated in these wars and lost their lives.  Some of them lost their parents.  The rulers 
are determined to promote the interests of trans-national corporations at the expense of 
their people.  
 
Many studies show that Western private companies have contributed to the 
escalation of conflicts and the exploitation of environmental resources in Africa.  For 
instance, the situation in the Great Lakes area is worth mentioning.  The strategic 
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importance of Congo geographically and economically attracted the attention of the 
major Western countries.  For instance,  
 
[f]or Washington, the catalyst for this interest was the strategic value of 
Congo’s uranium, with which the United States manufactured the 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombs, the world’s first atomic weapons. As a 
result, the United States found for itself a vital national interest in the then 
Belgian Congo, as well as a wider Western stake in preventing the Soviet 
Union and its allies from gaining influence in post-independence Congo 
(Georges Nzongola-Ntalaja, 1999:65).  
 
After the end of colonial period, those African leaders who preached nationalism 
and sought aid from the Soviet Union faced persistent opposition from Western cold war 
warriors, and the operatives in the CIA and counterpart agencies in Europe. Among 
others, the Congo’s charismatic independence leader and first elected Prime Minister, 
Patrice Lumumba, was assassinated by CIA and Belgian operatives (Jeffrey D Sachs, 
2005).  The order was given by American President Dwight D. Eisenhower as part of the 
anti-Communist crusade of the Cold War (Nzongola-Ntalaja, 1999:69).  The American 
Central Intelligence Agency and policy makers identified Mobutu Sese Seko as the strong 
man needed to rule the Congo.  Mobutu took over as head of state in a military coup 
d’état in 1965.  USA, France and Belgium supported Mobutu for three decades.  
 
Moreover, the conflict in the former Zaire (Democratic Republic of Congo) 
invited the intervention of various countries.  Rwandan and Ugandan soldiers helped 
Laurent-Désiré Kabila to seize power.  Kabila was also backed by the President of the 
Republic of Congo to overthrow President Mobutu Sese Seko, whose army was backed 
by Jonas Savimbi’s UNITA, the enemy of the ruling party in Angola.  Angola, Namibia 
and Zimbabwe supported Kabila to consolidate his power.  In the meantime, Kabila 
broke up his alliance with Rwanda and Uganda (see Patrice Yengo, 2002).  Executive 
Outcomes exploited the situation in the Great Lakes Area.  This agency is part of a large 
Corporation,  
 
the Strategic Resources Corporation, which comprises over twenty companies, 
each dealing with a particularly lucrative business: security (Executive Outcomes, 
Sandline, Lifeguard) gold and diamond mining (Branch Energy, Diamond 
Works), oil and gas companies (Heritage Oil and Gas), air transport (Ibis Air), de-
mining, rehabilitation works, health facilities, computers, financial services, etc.” 
(Banegas, 2001, quoted in Yengo, 2002:53). 
 
Executive Outcomes originated from the famous 32nd battalion – the Buffalo 
Battalion – of the South African Army, a full-time unit consisting of former runaway 
soldiers of the Angolan national army, Rhodesian mercenaries, Australians, Americans 
and a few French or British led by white South African officers (Chapleau, 2001, cited in 
Yengo, 2002:53-54).  Following the end of the Apartheid regime, a private security 
business came into being within Executive Outcomes (Yengo, 2002:54).  
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Following the breakdown of the alliance that brought Kabila to power, the 
American Minerals Fields Inc. (AMFI) financially supported the Rwandans, Burundians 
and Ugandans (Yengo, 2002:54).   Private American companies participated in this 
conflict in order to promote their interests.  According to Michel Klein, “Washington 
then used the services of a private company to conceal the direct involvement of the 
United States” (Yengo, 2002:54).  Like the Executive Outcomes, the staff of private 
security companies in Côte d’Ivoire came from former soldiers, former members of the 
secret services and all kinds of mercenaries, often in connection with so-called services 
d’ordre of parties such as the SAC before it was outlawed and nowadays the DPS of the 
French rightist Front national (Jean-François Médard, 2005:42). 
 
Experiences in other African countries thus shows that in Africa there have been 
strong ties between state officials, rulers and warlords, on the one hand, and foreign 
commerce and investors, on the other.  Among others, the rebels in Sierra Leone 
transferred diamonds into Liberia and sold them to Canadian companies, with links to the 
central selling organisation of the De Beers Company (I. Smillie, et al. 1999, cited in 
Hoogvelt, 2001:190).  
 
In the same way, in Angola the MPLA government and the UNITA rebels 
controlled oil and diamond, respectively, and routed them to the central selling 
organization of De Beers. They then smuggled arms through equally circumspect and 
illicit trails from Eastern Europe (see Hoogvelt, 2001:190).  In the areas controlled by 
UNITA, miners from both Angola and neighbouring Zaire (Congo-Kinshasa) carried out 
the exploitation of diamonds.  “In 1996, there were some 100,000 miners working in the 
mineral deposits under UNITA’s authority in the valley of the Cuango alone. UNITA’s 
control extended to the Mavinga region and to certain parts of the province of South 
Kwanza” (Achille Mbembe, 2001:47). These warring groups had no intention to end 
fighting or to win the war, because a functioning war economy is the source of primitive 
accumulation by a very small social minority (Hoogvelt, 2001:190). Nonetheless, after 
the death of the leader of UNITA, a ceasefire was signed. 
 
Furthermore, colonial masters have continued to exploit the resources of African 
countries even after independence.  For instance, the British colonial administration 
signed an agreement with two companies, namely British Petroleum and the Royal Dutch 
Shell Company, and authorised them to exploit Nigeria’s vast petroleum reserves in the 
Niger Delta area prior to independence in October 1960.  According to the agreement, the 
prospecting company and the host country use ‘fifty-fifty’ formula to share petroleum 
proceeds.  The Arab oil producing countries opposed this arrangement and organised 
themselves into an Arab Organisation of Oil Exporting Countries (AOPEC), and later 
established the Organisation of Oil Exporting Countries (OPEC) that has been 
instrumental in protecting the interests of oil exporting countries (S. O. Osoba, cited in 
Martin Joe U Ibeh, 2003:137-8).  The Nigerian government could not change the 30-year 
agreement which the departing colonial authorities had signed with Shell-BP, even when 
some foreign petroleum companies like AGIP-Mineraria (an Italian petroleum company 
and a subsidiary of the state-owned ENI Group) offered much fairer deals, because it was 
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under the British economic and political control.  Thus, the government was not able to 
join the militant OPEC until 1970 (Ibeh, 2003:138).  
 
Multinational oil companies and the Nigerian government have been exploiting 
the people of the Niger Delta (particularly Ogoni people) in Nigeria by destroying their 
environment and undermining local economic activities (S. T. Akindele et al, 2002).  For 
instance,  
 
Nigeria’s military dictatorship and Shell operate as a joint venture in which Shell 
holds a 30 percent interest, the Nigerian government holds 55 percent, Elf 
Aquitaine of France, 10 percent, and Agip Française, 5 percent. Further, the 
United States was also benefiting from the arrangement: it imported 36 percent of 
Nigeria’s oil production in 1993, which accounted for about 11 percent of all U.S. 
oil imports (Westra 1998:114-115).  
 
The oil industry in Nigeria generated growing regional inequalities, 
impoverishment, underemployment, and degradation of the Nigerian environment (Eboe 
Hutchful, 1985:113).  The people have not benefited from their resources.  Shell and 
other oil companies have not contributed to employment, the improvements of roads, 
hospitals, and schools and environmental rehabilitation.  “Of Shell’s 5000 employees in 
Nigeria, only 85 are Ogoni” (Geraldine Brooks, quoted in Westra, 1998:115).  Oil spills 
have had negative impacts on the supply of potable water, contributing to the high 
prevalence of water-borne diseases.  Also, oil industry activities  exploration, 
production, refining, and transportation  have caused widespread social and ecological 
disturbances.  These include explosions from seismic surveys, pollution from pipeline 
leaks, blowouts, drilling floods, and refinery effluents, as well as land alienation and 
widespread disruption of natural terrain from construction of oil-related industrial 
infrastructure and installations.  The areas that have been most affected are the oil-
producing areas in three states: Rivers, Bendel, and Cross River (Hutchful, 1985:113-
115).  It is worth noting that the impact of the exploratory and extractive activities of  
“global forces - Shell whose operation in Nigeria alone accounts for 14 % of its total 
global operations, Mobil Agip, Cheveron, Texaco, Total, etc. - have basically affected the 
social organization of the Ogoni people and the Niger Delta in general” (Akindele et al, 
2002:4).  Nigerian state companies are also responsible for oil spillage and gas leaks.  It 
is also reported that 12 Million tonnes of methane, which is the main cause of greenhouse 
effect, were produced by Niger Delta (see Ibeh, 2003:140). 
 
In most recent times, the Ogoni people opposed the Nigerian government and 
multinational oil companies.  They established the movement for the survival of Ogoni 
people (MOSOP), under the leadership of Ken Saro-Wiwa, as a vehicle to demand 
autonomy from the Nigerian state and to protect the people of the region from the 
environmental hazards caused by the oil spillage and gas flaring that accompanies it (see 
Eghosa E Osaghae, 1995; Laura Westra, 1998).  Reasonable share of the oil proceeds, 
improved infrastructure, compensation repair the damage caused to the environment are 
some of their demands (Ibeh, 2003:142).  But the Nigerian government crushed this 
opposition using the instruments of coercion, repression, intimidation and unjustifiable 
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killing of the leaders of the oppressed.  Among others, Ken Saro-Wiwa and eight other 
Ogoni rights agitators and environmentalists were killed in 1995 (Akindele et al, 2002).  
The Ogoni people have continued their struggle although the government has not 
proposed any lasting solution.  The government uses a mobile police unit “nicknamed 
Kill and Go” to crush the struggle of the Ogoni people (see Westra, 1998:115). 
Regrettably, the relationship between trans-national oil companies and the kleptocratic 
regimes of Nigeria and Equatorial Guinea does not promote more diverse and beneficial 
economic linkages for the societies in which the natural resources are found (Ike Okonta 
and Oronto Douglas, 2001, cited in Schneider, 2003:393). 
 
It would seem that globalisation further exacerbates the violent nature of the 
struggle to control Africa’s natural wealth which began over five hundred years ago.  The 
endless line of Swedish, Danish, Dutch, Portuguese, British, etc. castles that mark the 
‘Ivory’ and ‘Gold’ coasts of Western Africa are just one testament to the nature of the 
European ‘development’ of Africa and perhaps the nature of globalisation in the 21st 
century.  An honest appraisal of this history would seem to strengthen the argument of 
those who insist that globalisation is really just the third, most recent, stage of 
colonisation.  The point however is not to win an academic argument but rather to devise 
effective strategies for responding to these realities.  What has been discussed above 
illustrates the urgency of our situation. 
 
Industrialised countries have also transported and dumped hazardous waste in 
many African countries.  For instance, some American and European companies have 
exported toxic wastes to Egypt and Western African countries, including Nigeria, 
Equatorial Guinea, the Republic of Benin, and Guinea Bissau (Agber Dimah, 2001).  
According to Dimah, about 4000 tonnes of toxic wastes from the Italian port city of Pisa 
and other European ports were clandestinely dumped at the small port city of Koko in 
Bendel State, Nigeria between August 1978 and May 1988.  Several Nigerians and 
foreign businessmen were involved in the conspiracy to pollute the environment.  
Apparently, the Nigerian government was not aware of this illegal dumping.  After the 
fact, the government was informed and tried to remove it (Dimah, 2001).  Dimah has 
reported that the said wastes have led to health problems in Koko.  Moreover, Italian and 
Swiss firms dumped hazardous waste in Somalia during the Somali civil war (Somali 
Fisheries Society, 2000).  The governments of some African countries have agreed to 
allow their lands to be used as dumping sites in order to get aid from industrialised 
countries.  For instance, Guinea-Bissau accepted US$120 million per year from two 
British firms that wanted to bury industrial waste material (Ibeh, 2003:57).  A Nigerian 
farmer was given $100 a month and allowed an Italian waste company to use his 
backyard as a storage area for 8,000 barrels of “fertilizer” in 1988.  After the leaky 
barrels burst open in the sun, it has been realized that these barrels were filled with 
industrial wastes containing asbestos fibres and high levels of PCBs, that have led to the 
contamination of water supply (Jane A Peterson, cited in Ibeh, 2003:57).  Thus, African 
and other developing countries are being encouraged to turn their countries into the toxic 
dustbins of ‘developed’ countries and trans-national companies. 
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It is worth mentioning that Lawrence Summers, a one time US Treasury 
Secretary, a World Bank Official, and the current President of Harvard University, in 
internal World Bank memo, in the early 1990s, suggested that the World Bank should 
encourage the migration of the dirty industries to the ‘less developed’ countries for three 
reasons: 
  
1) The measurement of the costs of health impairing pollution depends on the 
foregone earnings from increased morbidity and mortality.  From this point of 
view a given amount of health impairing pollution should be done in the 
country with the lowest cost, which will be the country with the lowest wages.  
I think the economic logic behind dumping a load of toxic waste in the lowest 
wage country is impeccable and we should face up to that. 
 
2) The costs of pollution are likely to be non-linear as the initial increments of 
pollution probably have very low cost. I've always thought that under-
populated countries in Africa are vastly under-polluted, their air quality is 
probably vastly inefficiently low compared to Los Angeles or Mexico City. 
Only the lamentable facts that so much pollution is generated by non-tradable 
industries (transport, electrical generation) and that the unit transport costs of 
solid waste are so high prevent world welfare enhancing trade in air pollution 
and waste, and 
 
3) The demand for a clean environment for aesthetic and health reasons is likely 
to have very high income elasticity. The concern over an agent that causes a 
one in a million change in the odds of prostrate cancer is obviously going to 
be much higher in a country where people survive to get prostrate cancer than 
in a country where under 5 mortality is 200 per thousand. Also, much of the 
concern over industrial atmosphere discharge is about visibility impairing 
particulates. These discharges may have very little direct health impact. 
Clearly trade in goods that embody aesthetic pollution concerns could be 
welfare enhancing. While production is mobile the consumption of pretty air 
is a non-tradable (Summers, 1991:1). 
 
He believed that this arrangement is useful for poorer countries, where the value 
of human life can be very low or negligible.  In the same way, Elmar Altvater (1999) 
boldly suggests that polluting industries and waste disposals need to be relocated to 
‘developing’ countries, which have lowest incomes, because, he said, they are under-
polluted, hazards are “less expensive” and in monetary terms “less damaging” in poor 
countries than to people in rich countries.  “Therefore, it would make sense for ‘under-
polluted countries’ to accept pollution in return for monetary compensation” (Altvater, 
1999:299-300).  Altvater has tried to justify his view by citing the imperialistic proposal 
by Lawrence Summers, who stated the following: “I think the economic logic behind 
dumping a load of toxic waste in the lowest wage country is impeccable and we should 
face up to that” (Altvater, 1999:300).  
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Although some ‘developing’ countries with enormous burdens of debt earn 
money on the world’s toxic waste market by allowing the dumping of poison from the 
rich ‘developed’ countries, Altvater’s proposal is unfair and should be opposed by any 
reasonable person.   It would be unethical to suggest that the people of ‘developing’ 
countries should sacrifice their life and environment in return for a handout which cannot 
compensate for the loss of their environment and health in order to allow ‘developed’ 
countries to further pollute the global environment.  Summers and Altvater should have 
advised ‘developed’ countries to reduce the level of pollution. 
 
Globalisation has also clearly undermined the transmission of indigenous 
environmental knowledge.  Indigenous knowledge was devalued, and there was little 
room for adaptation to individual and local conditions.  This, in turn, has led to the non-
utilisation of indigenous knowledge and technology necessary for self-reliant livelihood, 
growth and development. 
 
Globalisation is not only a threat to ‘developing’ nations but also to ‘developed’ 
nations.  It affects people in various parts of the world.  There are many people in the 
West who have been suffering from radioactive dust in the air and water, and from other 
toxic wastes.  For instance, there has been environmental racism in the US that reflects 
this fact.  There have been cases where the local communities opposed institutional 
racism, and win in the courts, although in most cases resource-rich organizations win 
over poor, unorganized communities; because many low income communities do not 
have the financial resources to hire lawyers and experts (Robert Bullard, 1999:41).   
 
The first lawsuit to challenge environmental racism on civil rights grounds in the 
courts was Bean v. Southwestern Waste Management, filed in 1979 by Linda 
McKeever Bullard on behalf of the Northeast Community Action Group 
(NECAG), a Houston-based neighbourhood organization (Bullard, 1999:41).  
 
The Louisiana Energy Services (LES) proposed to build the USA’s first privately 
owned uranium enrichment plant.  LES undertook a national search to find the ‘best’ site 
for a plant that would produce 17 per cent of the nation’s enriched uranium (Bullard, 
1999:41).  “The Claiborne Enrichment Center was slated to be built in the midst of two 
African American communities: Forest Grove and Center Springs” (Bullard, 1999:41).  
 
However, Forest Grove and Centre Springs residents and citizens from Homer 
protested against this selection, because their life is based on this site.  “They organized 
themselves into a group called Citizens Against Nuclear Trash, or CANT” and took their 
charge of environmental discrimination to the court.  CANT has noted that there was no 
analysis of distributive costs that included the disproportionate burden of health and 
safety, the impact on property values, risk of fire and accidents, noise, traffic, radioactive 
dust in the air and water, and dislocation resulting from closure of a road that connects 
the two communities.  Finally, CANT was victorious after two decades (Bullard, 1999). 
 
There are also people who are impoverished and becoming more and more 
marginalised in the ‘developed’ nations.  For instance, although the US is the most 
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powerful country in the world, people of colour have minimum wage and insignificant 
health care coverage. Industries in the West affected all the people in the world:  
 
From energy consumption to the production and export of chemicals, pesticides 
and other toxic products (including tobacco), more and more of the world’s 
peoples are sharing the health and environmental burden of the United States’ 
wasteful consumer-driven throw-away society (Bullard, 1999:33). 
 
Accordingly, the gap between the rich and the poor is growing everywhere.  What has 
been discussed so far indicates that globalization has had both positive and negative 
impacts on the environment and the activities of the states in Africa.  Globalisation does 
not enable African countries to maintain food security and environmental quality.  The 
globalisation project has worsened the condition of the poor in Africa. 
 
In Search of an Ethical Response to Environmental Impacts of Globalisation 
 
The Need for Global Ethic 
 
The impact of globalisation on both ‘developing’ and ‘developed’ nations and the 
escalation of environmental, social, spiritual and other related global problems that we 
are confronting today in our lives show the need for an ethical response.  An ethical 
approach to environmental problems will clarify the responsibilities of the concerned 
parties and help them to be accountable for their decisions and actions.  Human action by 
its very nature is based on self-conscious decisions concerning both the goals or ultimate 
values we are seeking and the means through which we struggle to realize our chosen 
ends.  Such self-conscious reflection is the essence of ethics.  Common ethical principles 
underlying the specific value systems and the common cultural features and similarities 
in values among different civilizations will contribute to the solution of global problems.  
Indeed, there has been and there is an ongoing search for such an ethics that is global, in 
the sense of drawing on aspects of ethics common to all human societies.  It seems that 
the idea of global ethics is not entirely new.   
 
Although moral relativists argue that morality is always relative to one’s society, 
some aspects of ethics can be universal.  Singer argues that there is scope for rational 
argument in ethics independent of any culture.  For instance, the notion of reciprocity 
seems to be common to ethical systems everywhere (Alvin Gouldner, cited in Singer, 
2002:141).  The “Golden Rule” -treat others as you would like them to treat you - which 
elevates the idea of reciprocity into a distinct principle is not necessarily related to how 
someone actually has treated you in the past (Singer, 2002).  One can find the Golden 
Rule in various cultures and religious teachings, including, in roughly chronological 
order, those of Zoroaster, Confucius, Mahavira (the founder of Jainism), the Buddha, the 
Hindu epic Mahabharata, the Book of Leviticus, Hillel, Jesus, Mohammed, Kant, and 
many others (Leonard Swidler, cited in Singer, 2002:141). 
 
Westra also states that there are some arguments from Stoic antiquity to Kant that 
support global ethics, although ecological life-support systems are never named as the 
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reason of focus for such ethics, because their focus was on peaceful social coexistence 
and universal morality in human interaction (1998:253:254). Thus, reflection about 
“cosmopolis” or “All Under Heaven” is as old as philosophy. 
 
Although Dower indicates that the discourse of global ethics is fairly recent, he 
identifies thinking about cosmopolitanism, universalist ethics and international ethics as 
the foundation of this discourse. Particular traditions such as Christianity and the 
Enlightenment and their values and norms were assumed to be applicable to everyone 
prior to the mid-20th century (Dower, 2004:25). 
 
Human beings later have searched for universal ethical principles through 
meetings. Among others, the Universal Declarations of Human Rights outlines shared 
ethical norms and values (United Nations 1948).  It asserts that all persons are global 
citizens with equal moral dignity by virtue of their membership in one common 
humanity.  
 
Another example of this search and the centrality of the reciprocity can be found 
in the Parliament of the World Religions' document entitled, “Declaration of a Global 
Ethic,” which attempted to articulate a statement of principles that is universally accepted 
across all cultures.  This meeting took place in Chicago, in 1993, a century after the first 
such Parliament met and is known as the Second Parliament of the World’s Religions 
(Singer, 2002).  During this meeting people of different religious backgrounds for the 
first time agreed to reflect on a common set of core values that can serve as basis of 
global ethic.  The participants agreed and stressed that the realisation of a new world 
order requires global ethics and they regarded the “Golden Rule” as “the irrevocable, 
unconditional norm for all areas of life” and thereby suggested “every human being must 
be treated humanely” (Hans Küng, and K J Kuschel, 1993).  Thus, the ‘Declaration of a 
Global Ethic’ was not designed to supersede the exiting religions and invent a new 
morality and then impose it on the various religions from outside.  Instead, its aim is to 
“bring to consciousness” the common ethical basis already present in the world’s 
religions.  The global ethic recognises the particularisms of the various world religions 
but at the same time stresses a common ethical thread that runs through them all. 
 
In short, ‘Declaration toward a Global Ethic’ seeks to emphasize the minimal 
ethic which is absolutely necessary for human survival. It is not directed against 
anyone, but invites all, believers and also non-believers, to adopt this ethic and 
live in accordance with it (Hans Küng, 1996:2). 
 
This ‘Declaration’ reflects the hope of men and women from every possible religious and 
ethical tradition that a global change of consciousness is possible (Küng, 1996:2-3). Hans 
Küng, along with Count K K von der Groeben and Karl-Josef Kuschel, have created an 
organisation, the Global Ethics Foundation (Stiftung Weltethos) in order to disseminate 
the notion of global ethic to academics, thought leaders, the general public, adolescents 
and school children through research, education, and encounter (Terry C Muck, 1997). 
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Some commentators, while sympathetic to the parliament’s effort, view the 
declaration as problematic on several counts.  June O’Connor notes several problems that 
she has identified in the declaration:  
 
In the interest of achieving consensus, the declaration downplays criticism of 
other religions and accents similarly rather than difference; it overlooks the 
relationship between language and power and favours “ancient” over “new” 
religions; it is too “Western”; it fails to regard the wealth of moral meaning 
carried by modes of discourse (stories, songs, proverbs, etc.) not represented in 
the text; it was opened for signing without sufficient input from many of the 
signatories (1994:155-64). 
 
In spite of these points, O’Connor regards the declaration to be important as a catalyst or 
reflection.  Although I share some of her concerns, I consider this declaration as an 
indicator of the right direction that would help humanity to confront contemporary moral 
dilemmas.  
 
The Commission on Global Governance (1995) (Dower 2004) also sets out a 
global civic ethic.  It sees a global ethic as a modern phenomenon –– a response to and an 
expression of globalisation in which common values and norms are developed, forged, 
constructed and negotiated through consensus building, international meetings, 
declarations etc.  It further stresses the imperatives of interdependence and of a global 
ethic to guide our actions by speaking of Our Global Neighbourhood.  The InterAction 
Council (1997) also proposed the Universal Declaration of Human Responsibilities. 
 
Actually, there are numerous scholars who have struggled to conceptualise and 
establish the role of what would be 'global ethics'.  Donald A MacLean made a great 
symbolic leap in 1943 from a world divided among empires and warring nations, to a 
world where all the human race ought to be seen as one in its quest for freedom and 
peace. He writes: “[t]here exists no super race. Mankind is by nature irrevocably bound 
together by biological, economic, moral, juridical and spiritual ties, and directed to the 
common supreme well-being of all men” (1943:518).  According to MacLean, Christian 
moral code should be the foundation of a new world order that realise unity and 
constancy of pacific international relations.  Thus, the attainment of world peace 
necessitates that “the moral force of right should replace the material force of arms” 
(Benedict XV, quoted in MacLean, 1943:518).  
 
S. Cromwell Crawford (1989) also describes that global interdependence is the 
distinguishing characteristic of the contemporary international system.  For him, global 
ethics is a response to the challenge of global interdependence. “By developing principles 
that reflect the reality of global interdependence, global ethics promote a world order 
based on reciprocal understanding and cooperation” (1989:xi).  But one may doubt 
whether this is possible where there are sharpening differences among diverse traditions.  
Also, Hans Küng (1990) outlines the universal ethical values embedded in the world’s 
religion.  It is worth noting that the Parliament of the World Religions accepted some of 
his proposals in 1993. 
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 Other writers argue that globalisation is the basis for duties across borders.  For 
example, Robinson states: “in an interdependent world, questions of justice and fairness, 
duty and obligation, rights and responsibilities, and trust and care are more pressing than 
ever” (Christien van Den Anker 1999:132). 
 
Nigel Dower also offered his own version of global ethics.  Under his analyses, 
the concept ‘global’ or ‘world’ can be used to refer to as, 
 
an ethical theory espoused by a thinker or group according to which there are 
some universal values/norms and global responsibilities; (b) a set of 
values/norms/duties embodied, as part of global social reality, in practices, 
institutions, shared or agreed codes, beliefs and traditions (1997:1).  
 
Dower states that there is a distinction between a global ethic as an ethic with a universal 
content and a global ethic as widely shared.  First, the former may be seen as (a) a “set” 
of norms and values take to be applicable to all human beings irrespective of its 
acceptance by them; and (b) a worldview, philosophy or theology which includes a set of 
norms and values along with the rationale of the thinker or social group for these values 
and norms in which they are embedded and get their meaning and justification (Dower, 
2004:16).  In most cases, claims about both universal values and norms and trans-national 
obligations are reflected in a global ethic expressed in sense 1(a). 
 
Second, with respect to the scope of its acceptance, a global ethic is seen as an 
ethic which is shared by adherents across the world (Dower, 2004:16).  Dower has noted 
that a global ethic in this sense can be understood in two different ways: (a) a global ethic 
can be seen as “something universally shared––so ‘global’ essentially means ‘universal’–
–or as (b) something which is widely shared by many across the world” (Dower, 
2004:16-17). 
 
According to Dower (1998), Global or world ethics is the study of ethical claims 
made on human beings – individually or in groups, not only grouped as states – in their 
relations with individuals and groups (again not only states) throughout the world. Global 
ethics focuses on the nature and justification of one’s ethical positions in respect to the 
relations between human beings across the world. 
 
It is concerned with these relations both generally with respect to the possibility 
and extent of universal values and the ethical bases of international and 
transnational relations, and specifically in respect to particular issues like poverty, 
the environment or human rights (Dower, 2004:15). 
 
He suggests that we need to accept a global ethic and see ourselves as world citizens.  For 
Dower, what is required is global governance rather than global government.  I also 
support the idea that global action is needed to complement national efforts in the fields 
of economic and social justice, human rights, technological innovation, peace and 
security, environment and so on.  As Dower notes, “[t]o the extent that citizens accept a 
level of identity as world citizens, to that extent their states will be directed to the global 
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common good anyway” (Dower, 1998:196).  Although Dower has noted the 
environmental problems of the present world, he is of the opinion that some of the trends 
in the world can be checked through transformations of attitude and of ethical priority. 
 
Dower (1998) goes on to suggest that an ethic of global responsibility should be 
in place so as to deal with the evils of the world, such as poverty, environmental 
degradation, lack of peace and the like.  He notes that there are different kinds of global 
ethics, such as idealist-dogmatic, libertarian-minimalist, and solidarist-pluralist that can 
be used to deal with these evils.  He adopted the solidarist-pluralist model that affirms 
global responsibility to support well-being anywhere, the value of diversity of cultural 
practice and belief, and the way of peace as the process whereby conflicts are tackled.  
According to Dower, a global ethic is needed now to address environmental problems, 
global poverty and peace. He stresses that global ethic also accepts that there are different 
cultures and different paths to development.  He characterises global ethic as theory and 
social reality, for he thinks that both theory and social reality are essential.    
 
Similarly, Westra (1998) states that a global ethic is important to restore a 
fragmented earth.  Drawing on the moral philosophies of Plato, Aristotle, and Kant 
Westra proposes a holistic “ethics of integrity” that stresses that one ought to respect the 
integrity of ecological and biological processes.  She suggests that we must embrace 
natural complexity, disengage from activities that are potentially harmful to natural 
systems, reduce present overdevelopment and over-consumption, accept ecological 
worldview, and protect wild (“core”) areas.  
 
Robin Attfield also maintains that some kind of ethic (a theory of right and 
responsibility) is necessary to solve problems whether global, environmental or 
otherwise, for it provides us with guidance and direction (1999:27).  According to 
Attfield, “a global ethic relevant to the environment, and applying both to individuals, 
institutions and countries, becomes indispensable” (Attfield, 1999:1).  He stresses that 
global ethic needs to be cosmopolitan (2006).  He thus suggests that consequentialism is 
the best theory enabling us to tackle various kinds of problems.  Consequentialism, he 
says, is a global ethic for all seasons. In particular, Attfield prefers “a biocentric 
consequentialism that locates value in whatever is good in the lives of non-humans as 
well as humans” (2006:16).  He states that only consequentialist theories take into 
account the needs of present and future generations.  Because consequentialism allows us 
to appraise technological and social systems, it also has the resources to go beyond ‘end-
of-pipe’ (clean-up) solutions, and to advocate interventionist initiatives (such as 
programmes to enhance the efficiency of energy generation and use where processes and 
outcomes would fore-seeably be optimised in terms of overall value) (Attfield, 1999:41).  
In short, Attfield concludes that cosmopolitan consequentialism can foster global 
cooperation and solve various global problems.  
 
On the other hand, although contractarianism (at a global level), Kantianism, 
basic-rights-theory and other deontological theories are capable of being regarded as a 
global ethic, all encounter problems when confronting global issues (Attfield, 2006:7-8).  
According to Attfield, of all these theories, only rights theories can cope with obligations 
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with regard to non-human animals.  He further states that none of these theories make 
satisfactory provision for intergenerational obligations, and thus cannot cope with the full 
range of foreseeable consequences of current decisions (Attfield, 2006:8-10). 
 
Following other writers, Attfield contends that without transforming the structures 
of international aid, trade and debt and without the cooperation of the countries in the 
‘South’ to preserve their biodiversity and to research pathways for biotechnical 
development, and perhaps without superseding international capitalism or subjecting it to 
global regulation to curtail its inherent tendencies to non-sustainability, sustainable 
development cannot take place (1999:112).  Attfield suggests that global resources can be 
protected through international treaties which should be complemented by global 
citizenship, as embodied in trans-national groups and groupings, the Environmental 
Justice Movement, international peace groups, and federations of trade unions, minorities 
and ethnic groups. 
 
Another scholar, Des Gasper (2001), suggests that global ethics should pay 
attention to theory and the ethics implicit in practice.  It must move beyond the state-
centred perspectives and taxonomy of doctrines inherited from the academic field of 
International Relations. 
 
Peter Singer also examines various issues affecting the world today from a 
"global ethical viewpoint".  His premise is that changes in the material world are posing 
new ethical and organisational challenges that push both moral thought and human 
institutions in new directions – directions that transcend the nation state and make a new 
global ethic an urgent necessity.  He builds his argument around four themes: One 
Atmosphere (concerning the environment, especially global warming); One Economy 
(free trade, especially the operation of the World Trade Organization); One Law (chiefly 
the duty of humanitarian intervention); and One Community (how foreign aid relates to 
the general duty to relieve the condition of the poor).  Each, he argues, is of great 
significance in this age of globalisation: they require our attention – and often a change in 
attitude and approach – if we are to improve the lot of humankind.  Singer suggests that 
we should help those in need, and that in our global world that includes those very, very 
far away.  We all have a duty to help the greater global community, and not just those in 
our immediate vicinity.  According to Singer, “it makes no moral difference whether the 
person I help is a neighbour’s child ten yards from me or a Bengali whose name I shall 
never know, ten thousand miles away” (quoted in Singer, 2002:157).  Singer noted that 
many people think that we have special obligations to those nearer to us, including our 
children our spouses, lovers and friends, and our compatriots.  But he suggests that 
partialism along racial lines should not be tolerated if we are to prevent great harm to 
innocent people (Singer, 2002:163).  He stresses that if we agree with the notion of a 
global community, then we must extend our concepts of justice, fairness, and equity 
beyond national borders by supporting measures to increase foreign aid. 
 
Daniel Kolak (2004) seems to move beyond Singer’s impartial perspective.  He 
develops the thesis: I am you—that we are all the same person.  He stresses that this view 
provides the metaphysical foundations for global ethics.  As opposed to the closed 
  21 
individual view of personal identity, he adopted what he calls the open individual view of 
personal identity, for he believes that open individualism is the best explanation of who 
we are.  He writes:  
 
To distinguish it from the traditional Commonsense view of personal identity 
according to which we are each a separately existing person numerically identical 
to ourselves over time—i.e., that personal identity is closed under our known 
individuating and identifying borders, what I call The Closed Individual View of 
Personal Identity, or simply Closed Individualism for short—I call my view the 
Open Individual View of Personal Identity, or simply Open Individualism for 
short.  I argue for Open Individualism by showing the grave conceptual 
difficulties in supposing that traditional Closed Individualism is true, difficulties 
which point collectively in one of two new directions: either there exist no 
continuously existing, self-identical persons over time in the sense ordinarily 
understood—the sort of view developed by philosophers as diverse as Buddha, 
Hume and most recently Derek Parfit, what I call The Empty Individual View of 
Personal Identity, or simply Empty Individualism for short—or else you are 
identical to everyone. As so often in life, either we get too much or not enough: 
everyone or no one. Contrary to popular belief, Closed Individualism is not even a 
coherent view; the two coherent views are Empty Individualism and Open 
Individualism.  Of the two, Open Individualism is the better view.  Open 
Individualism is the best explanation of who we are (2004:xxii, Italics emphasis 
in original).  
 
Closed and Empty Individualism conceives that personal identity is closed under known 
individuating borders.  However, for Open Individualism “personal identity is not closed 
under known borders of individuation and identification” (Kolak, 2004:11). Personal 
identity extends beyond our borders. Kolak further argues that boundaries between 
persons cannot be signified by our borders. Kolak, thus, said, we are all the same person. 
(2004:1). As a matter of fact, “[i]n Open Individualism, since all ‘others’ in society are 
but myself, my interests are ultimately your interests and your interests are ultimately my 
interests” (Kolak, 2004:557). 
 
On the other hand, Anker argues that globalisation and interdependence do not 
lead automatically to the cosmopolitan ideal.  Experience has shown that interdependence 
can add to global inequality.  According to Anker,  
 
some parts of the globalization process may seem to include more contact 
with people in other parts of the world, but in fact they add to the 
increasing isolation in which people (especially in the North) sometimes 
live.  For example, the contacts made through the internet talk-rooms are 
often based on complete fantasy stories about one’s life and the home-
shopping trend means that people can withdraw even more behind the 
walls of their flats. In some instances the point is even further developed, 
arguing that even if some moral obligations are the result of these 
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contacts, they may never add up to the same kind of obligations people 
have towards their fellow nationals (1999:135). 
 
In contrast to Singer’s impartial perspective, most people seem to support 
obligations to their fellow nationals:  
 
In practice, and quite sensibly, we recognize degrees of obligations towards 
family, friends, acquaintances, fellow citizens, and so on, and as long as this 
recognition does not lead us to disregard the interests of those in the outer circles 
of our concern, there is no reason to see this as immoral (Brown, in 
Anker,1999:135-136). 
 
One version of communitarianism also holds that responsibilities both arise within 
and are restricted to particular communities (see Nigel Dower, 1998:22-5).  In fact, 
another sort of communitarianism commends community as a (universal) value.  
According to Attfield, this could form a vital component of a viable cosmopolitan ethic 
(2006:7). 
 
In brief, there are many different approaches to the question of what would 
constitute an authentic and powerful 'global ethic'.  Consequentialism is one leading 
contender.   However, many scholars are not satisfied with what seems to be the limited 
instrumental or utilitarian orientation of consequentialism.  Perhaps another approach can 
be found in the Earth Charter. 
 
Some writers have considered the Earth Charter as a new global ethic (Elisabeth 
M Ferrero and Joe Holland, 2002:84).  The Earth Charter outlined core of values 
accessible to diverse people in the world (Earth Council, 2000).  Dower (2004) maintains 
that the Earth Charter is a global ethic as a set of universally applicable values and norms 
which can be supported from many worldviews but it is not in itself a worldview 
although some may think that it may play that role. It is an ethic which is widely shared 
across the world, but it is not universally shared by all (Dower, 2004:17-19). 
 
The Earth Charter emphasises trans-national responsibility and combines the core 
principles of respect for nature, social justice and commitment to human rights, 
democracy, peace and respect for diversity as representing the core values which are 
needed in the modern world.  Accordingly, the Earth Charter requires all people to work 
together irrespective of religious and ideological differences to address global problems.  
It heralds that a transformative global ethic is grounded in two fundamental principles: 1) 
environmental conservation; and 2) sustainable development. This global ethic is based 
on the recognition of the deep interdependence of human and non-human beings 
(Elisabeth and Holland, 2002:86).  
 
The covenantal democratic faith of the Earth Charter indicates that human beings 
have the potential to make meaningful covenants for the common good across wide 
cultural, national, and religious differences (J Ronald Engel, 2002).  According to Engel 
(2002), the Earth Charter insists that to make a difference to the current world order we 
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need to rely on a covenant that has the quality of partnership, cooperation, dialogue, 
collaborative search for truth and wisdom, participatory decision-making, and shared 
commitment to serve the common good.  He further states, “in our epoch the Earth 
covenant can mean permanent commitments to goals such as non-proliferation of nuclear 
weapons, reduction of greenhouse gases between very separate powers,” and “founding a 
new people, a vanguard of global civil society, dedicated to prophetic dissent and 
constructive labour for global transformation” (2004:39).  
 
Elisabeth and Holland proclaim global ethics has a transformative role.  This 
‘transformative’ role is difficult to understand from a limited ‘consequentialist’ approach.  
They suggest that human beings are required to adopt a transformative global ethic to 
make a fundamental shift from greed, selfishness, instant gratification, over-consumerism 
and other great social problems of today that have disturbed the natural balance of the 
universe and in the process have impoverished our souls and hearts (Elisabeth and 
Holland, 2002:86). 
 
Thus, to repeat the obvious, global environmental problems do not have frontiers 
and affect all human and non human beings. For example, environmental pollution in the 
‘developed’ nations contributes to changes in the quality of the environment in the 
‘developing’ nations.  It is this and other related issues which compel Singer (2002) to 
argue that we are now “one world”.  Our growing numbers and our shrinking resources, 
he suggests, force us to take ‘one world’ seriously and literally.  "The extent to which any 
state" – even the United States – "can  independently determine its future diminishes." 
Thus, all countries should look beyond differences and to work together to address global 
problems.  We all have to try to use our intelligence and our good will and resources in 
order to address the challenges of globalisation.  All persons have to be cognizant of the 
environmental and social costs of globalisation they accept in their lives.  They have to be 
aware of who is being forced to bear the greatest of these costs and who is getting the 
greatest benefits.  Global ethics should help human beings to take into account the 
interrelationship between sentient and non-sentient beings.  It should guide our actions 
regarding global concerns such as the gap between rich and poor, ecological disasters, the 
nuclear threat, population growth, and technological innovation, as well as violations of 
human rights.  Humanitarian catastrophes we observed in Rwanda, Kosovo, Algeria, East 
Timor, Sudan and other parts of the world remind us that there is a great urgency for the 
development of global ethics.  
 
Again, it is obvious that both ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ nations should pay 
attention to global concerns.  But, in reference to September 11th, 2001, Singer makes an 
important, but perhaps, to some, surprising point that should directly affect our 
understanding what a global ethic might reveal within the existing world order, where the 
heaviest weight of responsibility might lie, and what the dangers of ignorance might 
entail.   In referring to the terrorist attacks of September 11th, Singer said that ‘developed’ 
nations were morally wrong in ignoring the global ethical viewpoint.  He further suggests 
that by failing to take a global ethical viewpoint into account the rich nations will 
endanger their own security (Singer, 2002). 
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My position regarding the global ethics debate is that global ethics does not seem 
to make any difference when so many giant multinational corporations appear to be 
dominating so many aspects of our lives in a way that is unaccountable to the natural 
world.  To respond to this point let me look into the relationship between ethics and 
global governance. 
 
Ethics and Global Governance 
 
The current situation in the world has made it clear that ethics should not be the 
only thing that can respond to globalisation.  Despite the good principles formulated by 
ethicists and countries during international conferences on various subjects, the world is 
not yet on a path toward socially just and environmentally sound development. As 
Hampshire has observed,  
[m]en and women will never be restrained by moral injunctions; it is in their 
nature to be governed by fear and by calculations of how they may best be 
protected and their lives saved and how a decent form of life may be made 
possible (1995:219).  
 
Environmental treaties and institutions have not yet solved global environmental 
problems.  
 
Treaties are cautious agreements with permissive sanctions and inadequate 
targets. Institutions often lack formal competence and real powers. They are often 
poorly funded and have little political clout (Lorraine Elliott, 2002:64).  
 
Far worse, some international treaties are not fair and democratic.  For instance, 
during the Kyoto agreement, Australia was granted 8 per cent emission increase, because 
it threatened to break the consensus and withdraw from the agreement.  
 
Nevertheless, the precedents established to keep Australia in the Kyoto 
negotiations will bedevil future negotiations.  An 8 per cent increase for a country 
that is wealthy and the world’s highest per capita polluter is unfair by any 
standard and will make it difficult to gain the agreement of developing countries 
to begin cutting their emissions (Clive Hamilton, 1999:104). 
  
As stated earlier, trans-national corporations and various countries have continued 
to promote their interests at the expense of the natural environment and poor countries.  
Under the current international law trans-national corporations are free to promote their 
interests in any part of the world.  They have continued to establish industries in various 
countries by destroying the natural forest and dismantling the source of peasant farmers’ 
survival.  Various plant and animal species are doomed to extinction owing to the loss of 
forests.  In global economy, it is becoming very difficult to put effective regulation and 
monitoring activities in place.  In the current world order, there is no effective power 
capable of directly enforcing environmental standards.  Moral forces do not appear to 
influence trans-national corporations and powerful countries to limit their exploitation in 
the absence of changes in power structures. 
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Accordingly, instead of getting improved the situation has gotten drastically 
worse, as the US has further distanced itself from many of the institutions and 
mechanisms designed to improve the global community, including the International 
Criminal Court of Justice.  The US did not fully support the establishment of the 
International Criminal Court.  It demanded exemption of its soldiers and government 
officials from prosecution through the amendments of the statue (Singer, 2002:119).  
Although the ‘developed’ nations agreed to keep the levels of emissions in 2000 to 1990 
levels, the United States increased them by 14 percent in 2000 (Singer, 2002:21).  Far 
worse, the US refused to join the 178 states that have accepted the Kyoto Protocol.  The 
US has also failed to pay the dues it owes to the United Nations.  Moreover, US aid to the 
‘developing’ world remains negligible – the lowest, in per capita terms, among industrial 
nations.  It failed to meet the United Nations target for development aid of 0.7 percent of 
Gross National Product. For instance it gave 0.10 percent of its GNP in 2000 (Singer, 
2002:180-181).  Many Americans are not aware of the level of foreign aid by their 
government.  Hilariously (and deeply disturbingly) Singer cites numerous surveys in 
which Americans are asked how much they believe America is spending on foreign aid – 
a typical survey found a median answer of 15 percent of GNP (when in fact it is less than 
1 percent (0.10 percent)).  “America’s failure to pull its weight in the fight against 
poverty is, therefore, due not only to the ignorance of the American public but also to the 
moral deficiencies of its political leaders” (Singer, 2002:185).  Moreover, compared to 
other ‘developed’ countries the US’s record in advancing the interests of labour and 
environmentalists is minimal.  The USA government is not a leader in human rights 
agreements either.  It did not adopt or ratify four of the eight covenants or conventions 
covering human rights that have been internationally accepted since 1951.  It has failed to 
ratify the 1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the 1989 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, the 1979 Convention on Eliminating 
Discrimination against Women, and the 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees 
(United Nations Development Programme, cited in Mandle, 2003:46-7).  The United 
States government also revoked the Anti Ballistic Missile Treaty and became a hindrance 
to the efforts made to strengthen the biological weapons convention (Global Policy 
Forum).  As Singer has observed, all these indicate that the United States failed to play its 
part in the international efforts to build a global community.  
  
Admittedly, many other nations – and many leaders, especially dictators of 
‘developing’ nations – also show little interest in fostering a global community.  The 
irony is that some Western countries have been supporting unpopular leaders to promote 
their own interests.  For example, the basic concern of France has never been the 
development of the African economy.  Above all, it tried to defend its economic and 
political positions (Médard, 2005:46).  France tried to address the interests of French 
businessmen, politicians, parties and the demands of structurally fragile African leaders.  
In some cases it tried to secure the position of the incumbent leaders at the expense of the 
interests of the people. 
 
What has been discussed so far implies that besides good ethical principles global 
governance should be in place to enforce various laws and thereby curb the negative 
effects of globalisation.  It is worth noting that MacLean’s article “Global Ethics and 
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Global Peace” emphasises the need for international organisation empowered by the 
World Society to promote stable peace (1943:521).  According to MacLean,  
 
[a] further indispensable condition for a lasting world peace requires that nations 
and peoples be imbued with the firm conviction that the security and tranquillity 
of nations rest on mutual trust and good will rather than on formidable navies, 
giant bombers or massive armed forces; and that right rather than might is 
powerful for good (1943:521). 
 
The creation of weapons of mass destruction has already indicated that human 
decision rather than the will of God matters to save the world.  In this connection, 
Hampshire suggests that some central and artificial power should be in place to deter 
nuclear adventurers, at whatever cost to national pride.  
 
In spite of the re-affirmation in the UN Charter of the sovereignty of states, as 
against interference from outside, collective security now requires that some 
central and artificial power, or combination of artificial powers, should be given 
the means and the licence to deter nuclear adventurers, at whatever cost in 
national pride. Otherwise humanity, and its various civilisations, are very unlikely 
to survive, or, if they survive, to avoid brutishness (1995:220). 
 
Singer (2002) also supports the idea that there should be one global body that has the 
power to maintain world peace.  In fact, referring to the position of some powerful 
nations, Singer argues for the need to think about developing institutions or principles of 
international law that limit national sovereignty.  He thinks that this is one possible way.  
The second possible way is the use of sanctions against countries that do not play their 
part in global measures for the protection of the environment.  Moreover, in a global 
community Singer sees some international humanitarian intervention as desirable – 
though firmly believing:  "Only the United Nations should attempt to take on this 
responsibility to protect."  Singer makes a good case for why intervention is, under 
certain circumstances, acceptable and even desirable – indeed, even a duty, in some 
circumstances.  He suggests that to interfere in the affairs of one country first and 
foremost we need to have rules and procedures that would make it difficult to justify.  
Then we need to ask ourselves even when this demand is satisfied whether intervention 
will do more good than harm (2002:138).  As Singer states,  
 
[t]here is only one standard, that it is right to do what will have the best 
consequences, and that standard tells us not to intervene when the costs of doing 
so are likely to be greater than the benefits achieved (2002:139).  
 
Singer used the utilitarian criteria to determine whether intervention is useful or 
not.  The occasion for these reflections is the need to ensure that national governments 
are not allowed to inflict gross and systematic human-rights abuses on their subjects.  
Singer maintains, plausibly enough, that humanitarian interventions against criminal 
governments are a duty of the international community, even if that means modifying or 
dispensing with the principle of state sovereignty.  
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Currently the UN can interfere in the internal affairs of sovereign states when 
their policies are threatening to other members of the UN.  Since the Gulf War the 
Security Council recognised the UN’s power of direct intervention (Hampshire, 
1995:223). 
 
However, one might reasonably object that in spite of the continuous reshuffling 
of the responsibilities and authority of organisations like the OECD, the World Bank, the 
IMF, the WTO, the G8, the EU and the UN, none of them will have the resource, 
facilities, and authority to impose international regulations and controls against 
irresponsible countries and TNCs (Robert Went, 2000).  Although the recommendations 
of the UN reflect world opinion and represent the moral authority of the community of 
nations, the UN has no power to force action on any state (UN 2000a, cited in Hedley, 
2002:18).  Regarding the Iraqi war, Singer also made the following observation: “Bush’s 
threats and subsequent military attack on Iraq were in clear violation of the UN Charter, 
but the United Nations was powerless to do anything about it” (Singer, 2002:x).  Singer 
has pointed out that although there are internal checks and balances that prevent any 
single branch of government from becoming a form of tyranny, there are no external 
checks on America’s power over the rest of the World.  It seems that the motto of the US 
government is: “might is right.”  Theoretically the USA claims that it uses its power to 
promote long-term international security, human rights, international democracy, and 
economic development.  However, the intervention of the US government in Iraq is 
incompatible with this claim.  It marginalised the United Nations, and failed to pay 
attention to the voices of global civil society.  It is a fact that the vast majority of nations 
opposed this intervention.  What is obvious is that no one can effectively oppose 
powerful countries in the era of globalisation.  Global attempts to find multilateral 
solutions to global problems have been handicapped by the US strategy of hard line 
unilateralism.  It seems that powerful nations are not subject to any real constraint or 
social responsibility and can pursue their interests with almost total impunity.  Power, 
rather than just laws, matters most in the era of globalisation.  
 
In his speech to the United Nations in September 2002, President George W. 
Bush said, “liberty for the Iraqi people is a great moral cause and a great strategic goal. 
The people of Iraq deserve it.” In spite of this view, President Bush had no good moral 
ground to attack Iraq. It is true that President Sadam Hussein committed various crimes 
in Iraq at various times. Among others, his forces killed the Kurds in Northern Iraq, 
crushed Shia’s uprising in the South in 1991, and attacked Arabs living in the remote 
marshes near the Iranian border (see Singer, 2003:3).  But, there was no humanitarian 
intervention on the part of the American or British government during these periods.  
“When Bush was building his case for an attack on Iraq, it would have been difficult to 
show that the Iraqi government was committing greater crimes against its people than 
were other repressive regimes” (Singer, 2003:3).  Thus, the war is totally unjustifiable in 
terms of any ethical code.  Not to mention that it was clearly illegal for the Americans to 
invade Iraq outside the framework of the United Nations:  
 
The claim that America would only use its dominance ‘in the service of sound 
principles and high ideals’ is therefore a contradiction from the outset, since such 
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principles and ideals are incompatible with the imposed, unelected global 
dominance of any single nation” (Singer, 2002:xiii). 
 
In fact, although the UN is the only body that can possibly have the moral 
authority to resolve disputes between nations and have its solutions accepted, the UN 
systems are defective in many fronts.  The UN systems do not equally accommodate the 
interests of all nations.  As Singer (2002) has noted, the UN is undemocratic itself in 
giving excessive powers to the permanent members of the Security Council.  The victors 
of the Second World War  China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom and the United 
States  appointed themselves as the permanent members of the Security Council with 
the right to veto any resolution.  While relatively small countries such as the United 
Kingdom and France remain permanent members of the Council, big nations such as 
India, Brazil, Nigeria, and South Africa have never assumed this position.  The activities 
of the Security Council are mostly determined by the veto power.  Another point is that 
Islamic nations are totally excluded while four of the five permanent members are 
Christians. 
 
Moreover, in the UN systems, global concerns are subservient to national 
interests. Individual member-states control the financial and military resources for UN-
interventions and determine the action to be taken without paying attention to other 
concerned nations.  The wealthiest states exploit their vastly superior bargaining power at 
the expense of poorer nations. It is thus obvious that the UN is very weak in the 21st 
century:  
 
Currently, the world organization lacks resources, both financial and human, 
which is a reflection of the power relations within the organization itself. The 
dominant powers, in particular the US, are not interested in having a strong 
independent world organization and therefore, since the 1970s, they have been 
reluctant to finance UN activities (Ulf Engel and Gorm Rye Olsen, 2005:164).  
 
I would argue that the internal structure of the Security Council is ethically 
unjustifiable and needs to be reformed so as to address global problems.  We need some 
popular representation as well as qualified majority voting to replace the vetoes.  
Otherwise, the UN will remain the instrument of powerful nations that promote global 
dictatorship.  
 
One might object, perhaps, that there is no effective mechanism which would 
enable other nations to handle the opposition of permanent members which can bloc any 
reform proposal by using their veto.  This is certainly an important point, and it has 
already become a serious problem.  When the UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, 
proposed reforms in 2005 to the existing rules of the UN, the US blocked it.  It does not 
want a stronger UN and other nations to be permanent members of the Security Council.  
 
Various scholars have suggested that unless the US is willing to change its current 
policy, little can be done.  Hampshire (1995) is of the opinion that popular thinking and 
popular sentiment in the USA should be changed in order to promote internationalism.  
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Otherwise it becomes evident that nothing is likely to happen.  He laments that the USA 
has not fulfilled what is expected of it to maintain the UN although an international civil 
service backed up by a military command capable of police actions in a nuclear 
emergency or when biological and chemical weapons are a threat within the UN can only 
be developed if the USA is willing to support it for it has the resources to do so:  
 
A comparison of intervention in Kuwait with intervention in the former 
Yugoslavia suggests that only when US interests (such as oil) are involved, and 
are seen to be involved, does international action against aggression become 
effective and not just a leaderless muddle. Europe is a geographical entity only, 
and even as such uncertain in its boundaries, while the USA is a nation sustained 
by intense national feeling and a peculiar history (Hampshire, 1995:224), 
 
andle also suggests that instead of assuming total responsibility for the content of 
globalisation, the United States should participate in the process of making the emerging 
global economy more equitable (2003:127-8). 
 
America's overwhelming power and financial and industrial might enabled her to 
choose a singularly self-serving (and self-righteous) path that will have negative 
consequences for the world as a whole.  But the US cannot simply concern itself and 
ignore other nations indefinitely.  Other nations, rich and poor, should continue to 
struggle to influence the US and reform the UN.  They have to pay attention to the 
following fact: 
 
it is in our enlightened self-interest to bridge the many divides that separate us: in 
income, health, education, and access to the earth’s diminishing resources. Only 
by acting collectively do our grandchildren’s children have any hope of inheriting 
a world in which close to 10 billion people (two-thirds more in 2060 than in 1999) 
may live reasonably satisfying lives with far fewer natural resources than we now 
enjoy (Hedley, 2002: xiii). 
 
I strongly support the UN and other multi-lateral NGOs, and I believe that we each have 
a responsibility for the well-being of all the people and creatures of this world.  We 
should consolidate the UN by revising old rules and introducing new rules that will 
accommodate the interests of all nations.  The UN has to make sure that ‘developed’ 
nations should play their part in protecting the environment.  The UN should also develop 
mechanisms to prevent the dictators of ‘developing’ nations from robbing the resource of 
their countries. Moreover, Western scholars have a particular responsibility to question 
the dominant discourses and to listen very hard to the African voices that offer counter-
discourses.  
 
Finally, we have to stress that although ethics is important and may influence 
power and its exercise, we still cannot rely on moral pressure alone to tackle 
environmental, development and political problems.  There are some obvious limitations 
that need to be taken into account.  Many scholars and professionals in the environmental 
and developmental issues have argued that to rely on ethics is idealistic and unrealistic 
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(Barnabas Dickson, 2000).  They consider ethical consideration as individualistic and 
utopian in the sense that ethical analysis contributes only to discussions about individual 
behaviour and how individuals could ideally lead good lives (Henry Shue, 1995:453).  
For this group,  
 
[h]ard-headed analysis of international affairs has been thought to require a focus 
upon deeper structures or broader forces and upon the ultimately military power 
and fundamentally material interests to which everything else was believed to be 
reducible (Shue, 1995:453). 
 
Although ethics deals with social problems, policies and institutions, and much ethical 
reflection is normative without being utopian or individualistic (Shue, 1995:454), the 
current situation in the world has shown that the only ‘ethical’ principle is that there are 
no real ethical principles or ‘justice’ in the real world, i.e. in reality it is always just a 
matter of power.  
 
In relation to the notion of ‘ethical dialogue’ as a means of empowerment there is 
a good deal of evidence that ‘truth’ and ‘justice’, in reality, tend to serve the interests of a 
tiny but powerful portion of the human population.  As professional intellectuals and 
those who employ such intellectuals we must not retreat from the facts.  Any honest 
inquiry into the historical emergence of the WTO or the Kyoto Agreement, as just two 
examples, reveals the limitations of using ethics as an ultimate strategy.  Therefore, we 
must begin by recognising the nature of the global power structure and devising tactics 
for defending the interests of the marginalised majority within that structure, while 
ultimately formulating strategies to effectively change the global power structure through 
processes of self-empowerment and democratisation.  To put matters another way, to be 
really effective, the question of power relations should be looked at in a different way.  
Political and legal regulations in international law should be in place in order to control 
the negative effects of globalisation.  
  
However, we cannot deny that ethical ideas have influence in society.  As Ken Booth 
noted, “[p]ower is sometimes in the idea, rather than the idea being in the interests of the 
contingently powerful” (Ken Booth et al, 2001:4-5).  Shue also stresses that ethical 
considerations should have a place in legitimate national interests:  
 
Otherwise, narrowly conceived national interests, attentive in each case 
exclusively to material wealth and military power for one nation, will absorb all 
the conceptual space available in our thinking and consume more than the natural 
resources sustainably available on our planet (1995:461). 
 
Rushworth Kidder and Paula Mirk (2003), for their part, suggest that besides intelligence 
or skill level or derive, what matters most to today’s learning environment is ethics.  
They state that the addition of a platform of shared moral values and a clear approach to 
ethical decision-making would make other attributes useful.  Otherwise the latter would 
be worse than useless.  Ethics makes sense of our complex world in a positive way.  
They, thus, conclude that a lack of ethics is positively harmful in our high-stakes, large-
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scale, technological world.  Accordingly, global ethics can contribute to the solution of 
global problems.  As a matter of fact, in spite of what has been stated above, we can 
make moral progress.  
 
Ethics is essential in tackling global problems and in making wise choices.  It can 
change the way people behave, because it helps individuals to be responsible citizens that 
will seek constructive solutions to complex moral problems.  According to Denis Goulet,  
 
[e]thics has a twin mission: to identify the values which ought to be promoted,  
and to collaborate with these societal actors who can safeguard these values while 
simultaneously transforming institutions and behaviour in ways which keep 
human and cultural costs within tolerable bounds (1983:620).  
 
Also, ethics enables us to test practices, conventions and conduct.  In this connection, it is 
worth noting that during China’s Cultural Revolution, Mao Dze Dong promoted the 
slogan: “[v]alues command politics, politics command economics, economics command 
technique” (Goulet, 1986:205).  It seems that this dictum is still acceptable. As Goulet 
has persuasively stated,  
 
[n]either technology nor economics – and a fortiori mere corporate profit-seeking 
– must be allowed by any society to assume primacy over the higher demands of 
politics, charged with the common good and, in turn, over the values to which 
politics itself must be subordinated: the inviolability of the person, and open-ness 
to transcendence or ultimate meanings (Goulet, 1986:205). 
 
Accordingly, fundamental values and ethical principles rather than economic or political 
forces should guide technical and legal processes.  The alternative is the promotion of the 
philosophy of “might is right,” and the devaluation of the principles of global ethics and 
the Earth Charter. 
 
Conclusion 
 
It has been stated that globalisation involves the movement of different things 
including ideas and ideologies, people and goods, images and messages, technologies and 
techniques.  Globalisation has had positive impacts on different civilisations.  It creates 
many opportunities to learn from one another through the electronically networked global 
knowledge systems.  Peasant farmers and other indigenous people can benefit from 
information and communications technologies.  
 
On the other hand, globalisation has accelerated consumerism, poverty, 
disparities, exclusion, unemployment, alienation, environmental degradation, 
exploitation, corruption, violence and conflict.  In particular, the environmental impacts 
of globalisation in Africa are very serious.  Although globalisation is not the root cause of 
many of Africa’s environmental problems, it has accelerated the exploitation of natural 
resources.  It is a new form of corporate colonialism that centres on corporate profits.  
Trans-national corporations have been exploiting African resources recklessly.  Based on 
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current trends it seems likely that the further expansion of trans-national corporations in 
the name of free market will only further the degradation of the natural environment and 
threaten the health and well-being of all the present inhabitants of the Earth.  The current 
role of powerful nations has confirmed that globalisation is not just driven by 
corporations but is also enforced by the most powerful states in the world.  It would seem 
thus extremely obvious from any minimally ethical perspective that trans-national 
corporations and powerful states ought not be allowed to endanger the life of present and 
future generations.  Thus, one of the most important ethical responses to globalisation is 
that we need to support and encourage resistance to the imposition of global capital on 
various communities in the world.  The trade regime needs to pursue its economic goals 
by showing sensitivity to other important goals and values, such as poverty alleviation, 
environmental protection, the promotion of public health and the encouragement of good 
working conditions. 
 
Concerning Africa, there is no way for African countries to avoid dependency, 
ecological destruction and poverty as long as the present power structures remain 
unchanged. Yet the current situation is such that very little if anything is being done to 
curb the destructive expansion of trans-national corporations or acknowledge the moral 
responsibilities that the ‘developed’ world has, given the destructive and violent nature of 
their historical development in relation to Africa and other 'developing' nations and 
peoples.  Thus, today we must acknowledge that despite all of our various efforts, 
charters and conferences: there is nothing ethical about the current world order and the 
direction in which it is developing. 
 
Yet globalisation is indeed a multi-dimensional phenomenon that affects every 
aspect of our lives, and, it is here to stay - at least for the foreseeable future.  It brings us 
closer together, thus strengthening our consciousness of the interdependent nature of life 
on Earth, but at the same time it pits us against each other in competitive confrontation 
based on historically entrenched asymmetrical relations of social, cultural, economic, and 
political power.   As such, it is required of us to ask ourselves the question “how might 
we so construct our lives together such that all life flourishes?”  We should go beyond 
our interests and include the interests of other human and nonhuman beings in our moral 
outlook.  High ethical norms are required to change the current situation.  
 
Since complex environmental questions such as holes in the ozone layer and 
global warming are not confined to individual nations, they cannot effectively be 
addressed by individual nation states.  Global problems do not have frontiers and affect 
all human and nonhuman beings, and require international ethical thought and the 
international cooperation of governments, scientists and citizens.  
 
Although global ethics can teach corporations that they should pursue wealth in 
an ethically acceptable manner, ethics alone is not sufficient to address global problems.  
There has been an enormous gap between proclamations and practice, between words and 
reality.  The challenge is to put the adopted norms into practice.  The concerned parties 
should address the question of power relations.  What is needed is the development of 
alternatives to the current world order.  We need a new system of global economic and 
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environmental governance.  To this end, powerful and weak countries should translate the 
principles of global ethics into practice.  Ethically guided global dialogue of cultural 
traditions will help us to build a more civilised and a more just world for human and 
nonhuman beings.  Both ‘developing’ and ‘developed’ nations should be parties to the 
ethical compromise.  
 
The paper also suggests that African countries should form regional economic and 
political groups that deal with the unaccountable forces of globalisation that are partially 
beyond the control of effective state regulation.  Regional cooperation has a paramount 
role in overcoming fragmentation in Africa.  African countries should define their own 
national and regional interests and pursue them with care.  In addition, they should seek 
to strengthen inter-regional alliances within the ‘developing’ world, or South-South 
relation; in order to effectively challenge the hegemony of the so-called ‘developed’ 
countries or the ‘North’ in international institutions such as the WTO. 
 
We have to be cautiously optimistic but realistic.   Being realistic we must expect 
that we may lose many battles; but we will also win some.  We must not let the impunity, 
hegemony, and gross injustice of our present situation crush the distinction between what 
is and what ought to be.   It is this distinction that is the basis of our freedom and our 
responsibility.  It is only by exploring this distinction together in authentic cross-cultural 
dialogues that we can develop a unifying and powerful global ethic capable of 
transforming our world and saving our Earth. 
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